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Summary:
Life can be daunting for Andrew and Ashley Graves. Even when set to inherit the rule of a substantial march, family ties and thorny diplomacy conspire to ensnare them. And no matter how bad things seem, they’re about to get a great deal worse.

---

Characters from Nemlei's The Coffin of Andy and Leyley, in a mediaeval (well, early modern) fantasy setting. Contains the incest and cannibalism that are par for the course where TCOAAL is concerned, so fair warning for that.

Notes:
(See the end of the work for notes.)

Chapter 1: Power Play
Chapter Text
"Ashley. Do you not think it time that you began your search for a prospective suitor?"
"I'm only twenty years old, mother I have all the time in the world!"
"Be that as it may, it's never too early to start. Before you know it, those options that seem so plentiful now will dry up one by one, and if you're not careful you'll find yourself settling for some rake without a Kreuzer to his name."
"Ugh… did you have someone in mind?"
"As a matter of fact I did. Count Drinnard of Trëlckborg. I trust you remember him from the Diet last year?"
"To an extent."
"Well, and what are your thoughts on him? He's not that much older than you, passably good looking and very rich. Besides, it would be no harm to our family's future to inherit land within the Calvric League."
"Valid points all. I'll consider them. But, counterproposal, what about marrying someone within the family?"
"Within the family? Why in heaven's name would you suggest that?"
"There's good reason to. It would keep our bloodline pure, for one thing, and stave off claimants to our holdings in the event of a succession crisis. Besides, the Mazdenschalts have been intermarrying for centuries and they're the strongest family in the Empire!"
"Yes, and at what cost to their descendants? Littered with deformities and worse every generation. The noble House of Graves will not stoop to those tactics, come what may. I will leave you. If you have a convincing argument against a union with Count Drinnard, let me hear it. Otherwise I will presume no objections. Remember, you do this for your family. We would do the same for you."

After her mother had departed, Ashley let out a deep breath she hadn't realized she had been holding.
"Would you really? Well, there's one among our number who might."

~~~

At nearly the same time and not all that far away, a ship was pulling into port. Ropes were secured, a gangplank lowered and the exhausted company of soldiers onboard marched ashore. A colourfully-dressed valet heading a small welcome party strode forth.

"Margrave Graves!", he called warmly and unselfconsciously, though Andrew's eyebrow still twitched with exasperation. He remembered all too well how his late father's title and rhyming surname had become an object of fun among the staff and servants, whispering jokes to each other the moment they believed no family member was in earshot. And he just knew he was to suffer the same indignity. He was not so well respected as his father. They probably wouldn't even wait til his back was turned.

"Hubert," Andrew greeted curtly, nodding to the shorter man.
"I trust the expedition was a success?", the manservant replied. "No more trouble on the eastern front for a while, eh?"
Andrew nodded. "It's been dealt with. And God help us, may they work out a sensible treaty so this won't all be for naught."
"Amen. Anyhow, let's get you home, your family will be delighted to see you. And welcome back to Bads Weibßenschaft!"
Andrew sighed, muttering to himself, "Good old Bad Weibs."

~~~

Back at the Graves family residence, Ashley was engaged in drawing. She had no great skill at it, and mother deplored her "ghastly" subject matter of calamitous battles and barbarian gods, but she didn't much care. It was one of the few hobbies seen as befitting a young lady of her status, and the only one that didn't bore her to death. With a few deft quillstrokes she inked out a tussling Fenrir and Jörmungandr, all bared fangs and sloughing skin.

A knock came at the door.
"Enter," she commanded. At the sound of footsteps too heavy to be mother, she glanced up.
"Oh, good morning to you, Hansel," she said sweetly.
"Ansas," he replied, irritation dripping from each syllable. He crossed his arms in the plain, baggy robes he customarily wore. "And don't "good morning" me, it's well past noon and you've done nothing with your day as usual."
She pouted. "I've been drawing."

"It's more in your line to be rehearsing your vows."
She turned even more pale than usual. "And by that you're referring to…"
"Your union with the Count of Trëlckborg. Your mother told me you had no objections."
"That's not true!"
"Well, what are they?"
"I… I don't want to marry him!"
"That hardly counts."

Ashley scowled and said no more. Ansas turned to go, stopped, looked back, face hidden in his hood.
"I have received word that your brother is en route."
She sprang to her feet in a millisecond.
"Andrew's coming home?!!"
"You can fill him in on the details of your soon-to-be marriage in your own time. Good day."
The door clicked behind him.

~~~

Ashley took her place alongside her mother in the foyer of the Graves' palace. Carriage wheels crunched on gravel outside and Hubert, making a cheery proclamation, swung the double doors wide.
"Returnèd from his triumph over the heathen foe, in God's name and to secure the might and prosperity of the Empire, Margrave of Bads Weibeßenschaft, Andrew Graves!"

Ashley's breath caught in her throat as her brother strode into the room, simply resplendent in his uhlan captain's uniform. She had expected him still to be drenched in sweat and grime, but clearly they had made a stop along the way to have him shaved and bathed. He had gained muscle and seemingly height since she had last seen him, though that was probably the shoes. His eyes looked more mature, his countenance less anxious.

"Mother," he smiled, kissing her politely on both cheeks in the Aldish style. His voice was still the same.
"And my dear sister."
He took her small hands in his and raised them slowly to his lips, brushing the lightest of kisses across her knuckles while keeping eye contact all the while. It was an antiquated gesture, long having fallen out of favour in most courts, but they had been playing at being proper nobles since they were children, and this moment had always been their favourite. Even now, butterflies fluttered irrepressibly in Ashley's tummy as Andrew withdrew his hand. She caught the briefest glance of their mother's disapproving scowl.

"Your commitment to the future of your family and our lands is most reassuring," she congratulated her son with a wan smile. "If only I could say the same about some others."
Ashley's spine stiffened.
"Now go, I'm sure you must be exhausted. Do get some rest. Dinner shall be served at the usual time."

"What was that about?" Andrew asked his sister as they ascended the stairs together. "Which others was she referring to?"
"Oh, who can say," grumbled Ashley. "I'm sure she wasn't talking about me, there's no chance she'd be offended if I expressed a desire to have some agency over my own marriage!"
Andrew stopped dead.
"You're getting married? To who??"
"The Count of Trëlckborg. Apparently."
"That womanising little prick? He'll have his coffers emptied on whores and horses before you get to the altar! I won't hear of it."
"Really?" Ashley's smile lit up her whole face. "I knew you'd fly to my rescue, Andy. My knight in shining armour!" She hugged his arm tightly, he making a half-hearted attempt to dislodge her.
"Do you think mother will listen to you?", she asked, big pink eyes sparkling as they gazed into his. Andrew shrugged.
"Perhaps not. But what can she do? I am Margrave, after all."



Chapter 2: Something is Rotten in the House of Graves
Summary:
Despite their reunion, Andrew and Ashley can't shake a feeling of unease.

Chapter Text
The siblings retired to their separate rooms.

Ashley rolled about in her eiderdown duvet, reading by faint candlelight and chewing her hair. She and Andrew had shared a room when they were young. She missed those days. Eventually she drifted off to fitful sleep.

Andrew lay unmoving but wide awake. Screams rang in his ears. The bellow of a pagan with a lance in his guts. The shouts of a cavalryman being dragged from his horse and ripped limb from limb. The crying of a boy who would never more see his parents. He closed his eyes and hoped that if he pretended hard enough, he could fool himself into sleeping.

~~~

The Graves shared a gloomy breakfast. Their mother ate a tiny meal in silence and departed to liaise with her courtesans.

"Andy."
"Andrew."
"What?"
"Andy is a little boy's name."
"Very well then, Margrave Andrew. I was going to ask you how you slept."
"Not a wink."
Ashley sighed. "Me too. It's wonderful to have you back, but something doesn't feel right. It's like a dark cloud has settled."
"This palace is a coffin."

Rolling her eyes at his melodrama, Ashley nonetheless saw her brother's point.
"And do you want to spend the rest of your life in a coffin?"
He paused in the middle of dissecting his smoked eel.
"What choice do I have? Ever since father passed away, the fortunes of Bads Weibßenschaft have rested on mother and I's shoulders alone."
"Does she still want you to marry that hussy? Little Polly Breasty?"
He cracked a smile at that, then quickly switched to glowering at her to compensate.
"Apollonia Brestow. And yes."
"How do you feel about that?"

Andrew massaged his temples.
"Why do you persist with this line of questioning?"
Ashley bit back a sharp response and chose her next words carefully.
"With mother and Hansel pushing me to marry, I realise I never thought about how it must feel for you. I just assumed you'd be jumping at the chance to marry a girl with huge tits and oodles of money. But do you even like her?"
"I barely know her. I'm just doing what's best for the nation."
"Well you don't have to! You deserve better!"
"I do have to! You don't know what it's like! You can marry any airheaded young princeling you please, nothing's hinging on it! You'll swan off to his palace and dine on white pudding and strudel, but I don't have those luxuries! I have to marry the best possible candidate no matter how I might feel about it! Don't you see? I'm stuck."

They sat and looked at each other.
"I'm sorry," said Andrew, after a long and awkward moment. "What I said was uncalled for. I know you have your own struggles, and I shouldn't act like they're of lesser importance than mine."
"No, I shouldn't have brought it up," apologised Ashley, trying to keep her voice from shaking. "Can we talk about something else?"
"Of course. Did you say Hansel was also behind this plot? I'll kill him. Mother is one thing, but he has no right to decide your fate. I'm going to wring his neck with my bare hands."
"Ooh, may I watch? It sounds like just what I need right now."
"Only if you help me hide the body. Let's go have words with him."

~~~

Andrew stalked the halls, Ashley hot on his heels. Rounding the corner, they spied a familiar face.
"Hubert!"
"Master Graves! How may I be of service?"
"We're looking for Ansas, have you seen him?"
"He is in the oratory, sir."

Andrew and Ashley looked at each other, then back to the valet.
"Surely you mean the chapel?"
"No, sir. The oratory is largely disused, Herr von Jauring has requisitioned it as his private study. None but his retainers are allowed inside whilst he is working. I shall put in a word with them that you request an audience. But it may be a while, he's taking a great interest in those treasures."

"Treasures?", Ashley immediately probed.
"Leave us, Hubert."
"As you wish, sir."

Andrew faced Ashley with a strangely solemn expression.
"Our troops brought back a lot of loot from the east. Amber, furs, gold, ornate weapons and… other things."
He cleared his throat.
"Cultish things. Heathen idols, ceremonial daggers and the like. All nonsense, certainly, but still."
"But still?"
"They give me an awful feeling that we should have just left them where they were. I felt like something was watching me the entire journey back."

He looked down the corridor.
"If Ansas has got them, well, that doesn't put my fears at ease in the slightest."

~~~

Andrew paced around Ashley's room, speaking with animated movements of the hands.
"There's a final consignment of treasure due to arrive this evening, just after dinner. The servants will unload it and Hansel's retainers will take it to the oratory. Hansel himself arrives at seven on the dot, so we have a window of maybe ten minutes, fifteen at most to look around and then get out."
"Have you got the keys?"
Andrew held up a gently clinking keychain.
"Perfect."
"You really want to do this?"
"I do. I'm as curious about what he's up to as you are. And like you said, you're the Margrave. You're untouchable."
"I certainly hope so."

~~~

Thus, after that evening's dinner, the Graves siblings found themselves not in their beds but crammed into a large, though not huge, treasure chest, bodies pressed flush with each other.
"Ow, ow, I think one of those ceremonial daggers is unceremoniously working its way into my back."
"Ashley. Shut. Up. I'm not taking responsibility if you get us caught."
Ashley huffed and fell silent. Just as she was about to ask what was taking so long, footsteps approached.

They heard grunting and the box began to sway. Muffled voices filtered through.
"I thought this one was meant to be half empty?"
"Gold is heavy. Just don't drop it or there'll be hell to pay."

There was a sense of slowly swaying movement, the sound of doors opening. A painful thud as the chest was set down. Footsteps receding. Silence.
"Alright, go," ordered Ashley. Andrew unlocked the chest (one of their more unusual possessions, inherited from a famous swindler who would sneak himself into treasuries inside it) from the inside and cracked the lid a fraction. Faint light and no sign of movement.

They emerged tentatively. A tiny window spilled the last of the sun's rays over heaps of treasure, reams of books and strange shapes they couldn't quite make out. A foul, musty odour pervaded the space.
"Andrew." Ashley didn't sound like her usual, chipper self. "What's this?"

A book was open before her, and compared to the more dusty volumes alongside, it appeared recently used. All had woodblock-printed covers and the same Latin title. Daemonium vocatum ad stultorum. Andrew stood beside her.

The page was open to a grisly, anatomical looking diagram that seemed to depict a man whose circulatory system was tearing itself free from his body of its own accord. Every branch and confluence of his bodily systems was marked and given a name or numeral. Ashley ran her finger over the figure's heading.
"Magicae sanguinis. Blood magic."

Their eyes scanned the room's contents, adjusting to the darkness. Andrew picked up a note in Ansas' handwriting while Ashley leafed through the book. The parchment crumpled in his tightening grip.
"Ashley."
His voice was so dry he could barely speak. She peeped over his shoulder and read out loud.

"...not without its difficulties, but the method has been refined to the degree that it may progress to its next stage. The Margrave's soul holds higher bargaining power than does the commoner's. The womenfolk will be no obstacle-"

There was a sound in the hallway outside and both of them nearly jumped out of their skins.
"Shit!", hissed Ashley, madly flipping back to the page the book had been on while Andrew rushed to smooth out the paper and put it back in place.

They held their breath and listened. The noise of a key in the lock.

With speed they didn't know they possessed, the Graves raced up the stone steps of the oratory's side entrance, Andrew's clammy grip fumbling with the keyring until he got the right one in the lock and they tumbled onto the grass outside. Quickly and quietly, he closed and locked the door, praying the spiral stairs would keep them from view of anyone in the room below. He withdrew the key and staggered back.

"Was that him?", whispered Ashley.
"Probably. But there's no way he could have seen us."
Andrew didn't really reassure himself, though he hoped it would be some comfort to his sister. He sat down beside her.
"We need to tell mother."



Chapter 3: They Can Change the Locks, Don't Let Them Change Your Mind
Summary:
Finding no one to turn to except each other, Andrew and Ashley make their escape before the trap can be sprung.

Chapter Text
"You are being preposterous!"
"I'm not! Andrew will back me up here!"

Their mother looked unflinchingly down on them.
"As court genealogist, von Jaudring has manifold responsibilities up to and including keeping track of our entire family tree lest we succumb to inbreeding!"
"I told you," raged Ashley, "this isn't about the marriage! He's talking about trading Andrew's soul!"
"Did the note mention Andrew by name?"

The siblings hesitated.
"No, it just called me "The Margrave" but-"
"Then clearly you are overreacting! Von Jauring is praying for your father's immortal soul and assuring that, by his life of piety and devotion, he may be granted a swift passage to our Lord's side!"
"If you would just come and look-"
"No! It's bad enough that you invaded his private chambers in the first place, I will have no further part in this!"
"He's got pagan daggers, books on Daemonology-"
"He studies the enemies on our borders so we may defeat them! Stop looking for danger and misery where there is none!"
She took a long, long breath.
"This conversation is over. You are not to raise the subject again."

The siblings were left standing in the ballroom. Ashley took her brother's hand.
"Andy, I… I don't feel safe here anymore."
"I've got you, Leyley. I'll be with you always. If you're staying, I'll be on my guard and I won't let anyone lay a finger on you. And if you want to leave… I'll leave with you."
"Promise."
"I promise."

She exhaled shakily.
"What now?"
"We pack our bags."

~~~

They stood in the kitchen, the cooks eyeing them quizzically as they diced ham and cabbage.
"Do you think Hansel knows we were in there?"
"Yes. We covered our tracks as best we could but he's canny, I'm sure he'll have noticed something off."
"Would the palace guards be able to keep us safe?"
"Perhaps. But Old Hans looks like he's been laying plans well in advance. He's likely made overtures to them, so I don't know who among their number we could trust not to turn us over. I won't be able to relax until we're well away from here."
"Can't we just kill him?"
"Keep your voice down. I wish, but I don't think he'll give us the chance. He and his flunkies are going to be on high alert so long as we're in the picture."

Andrew cracked his joints.
"Now listen. Through here is the servants' entrance. It's a narrow little staircase that goes right to our rooms, yours on the right, mine on the left. We'll get in, get what we need, get out, your room first. If Hans or those retainers show their face, run. If you drop something, leave it. We'll come back this way, then straight to the stables and put some distance between us and them. Got it?"
"Got it."
"Attagirl. Let's go."

As his sister crept upstairs, Andrew glanced at the cooks.
"If anyone asks, we were never here. And, er. May I borrow that?"

~~~

They stepped cautiously into Andrew's room, expecting an ambush at any moment, but the room looked just as it always did, and no attack came.
"Alright, grab the same things we took from your room, money, travelling cloak and so forth."
"Wait, I left my lockpicks in my room," Ashley hissed.
"Why would we need lockpicks?"
"Why d'ya think, nitpick, what if we need to pick our way into somewhere? Or out of somewhere?"
"Fine, grab them. Don't dawdle."
"Won't be a minute."

Ashley checked the coast was clear, then scuttled down the hall and popped into her room. She unlocked one of the many cluttered drawers, retrieved her lockpicks and was about to step out again when there was a slight movement on the other side of the half-open door.

She backed up very quietly, opened the door to the wardrobe behind her, stepped inside and closed it but for a tiny sliver of light. A moment later a man who she recognised as one of Ansas' retainers peered around the door. She prayed he'd see the empty room and move on, but he entered.

She tried to breath as quietly as she could, willing her heart not to beat so hard. The retainer looked at the still-open drawer, then right towards the wardrobe. Ashley froze.

He strode directly over and swung open the doors with a wicked smile and a satisfied "Well, what have we here?"

Then Andrew was behind him, swinging something sharp and heavy. The retainer went down with nary a gasp, throat split almost completely across. The lush carpet on Ashley's floor muffled his fall.

Andrew crouched down and met his sister's eyes. He was spattered with blood across his chest and arms, she on her face and neck.
"In retrospect," he mused, "that was my fault. So that's the last time I let you out of my sight."
He carefully placed his hands under her arms and helped her stand.
"Did he hurt you?"
"No. No, you got here just in time."
She hid her face in the crook of his neck.

Andrew squeezed her shoulder and muttered, "The other one will still be seeking us. I fear taking the stairs will draw too much attention."
He shook blood from his hand as emphasis. Glancing about, he shut the door to the hall and lugged a cabinet in front of it, then pulled Ashley gently over to the window.

"That's the roof of the chapel."
He indicated below them; not a huge distance, but daunting to jump.
"And that's the stables. I think we can make it. Help me with this."
He ripped the sheets from her four poster bed, knotting them into a lumpy rope. One end they tied securely, tossing the rest out the window.

"I thought this kind of thing only happened in fairytales," Ashley dryly remarked, already regaining her composure. "Think it'll take our weight?"
Andrew gave it several firm tugs.
"Yeah, it's sound. Well. Ladies first."
"A true gentleman, unflappable even in a crisis," teased Ashley, beginning her descent.
Andrew smiled and rolled his eyes, checking for any sign of life behind them. With his sister on the roof, he swung himself over the ledge and quickly followed.

"This way. Mind the gargoyle. Step over this ledge, the green stuff is slippery, careful."
By a miraculous stroke of luck, a four horse carriage was parked directly outside the stables, and they dropped onto its roof and down to the ground.
Ashley pointed to it.
"This one?"
"No, we want one with two horses, less conspicuous. Here, untie their reins and I'll hitch them to the post-chaise."

Ashley stroked around the nostrils of the Rhenish coldbloods as Andrew fiddled with their bridles and fastened their cruppers.
"How long will this take?" She looked uneasily back at the house. "I'm sure Hansel will suspect we might try and make a break for it."
"Just give me five more minutes," he growled, stumbling as one of the horses shifted its weight. "You're doing a good job keeping them calm."

Ashley beamed and tickled the draught's forelock.
"Hear that? I'm being so nice to you, aren't I? You're gonna help us get out of here and never come back!"

"They're done, now let's-"
Ashley couldn't even make a sound as her brother's hand clamped over her mouth and his other hand pulled her to the ground. She glared but, seeing the urgency in his eyes, followed his gaze.

Through the gap under the carriage, they could see two sets of feet approaching. They didn't speak, but moved methodically through the room, closing in.

Andrew opened the carriage door as softly as he could, but well-oiled as it was, it still squeaked audibly. There was a moment of silence that seemed to stretch longer than should be possible.

Andrew sprung to life and physically heaved Ashley into the carriage, slapping the horses' rears with a crack. They whinnied, jolted and began to move at speed.

There were shouts from behind and Ansas was there, reaching for them. He got an elbow in the ribs from Andrew and fell back, doubled over. The young margrave reached for the door, but he was falling behind. Ashley's hand caught his at the last second and with all her might she dragged him after her. The door slammed shut.

Ashley lay on the shaking floor, legs draped over the seats, breathing hard. Andrew hauled himself up to take the reins.
"Did we lose 'em?"
"Shit. Shit! That retainer's following on horseback! Bollocks, we need to throw him off!"

Ashley pulled herself up. She could see the man riding hard, not far behind.
"He's trying to get ahead of us!", cried Andrew.
"There's a little stone bridge on the next right, remember? It's only wide enough for single file!"
"Well remembered!"

Andrew clicked at the horses and cajoled them in the right direction, struggling to keep his balance as the carriage made an acute turn. The retainer was nearly close enough to touch.
"Do you think they know you killed the other one?"
"I don't doubt it."

The bridge came into view and Andrew made straight for it. They were nearly across when an idea seized him and he tugged harshly, the draught horses coming to an abrupt halt. Ashley was thrown from her seat as the carriage jolted and, behind, the retainer's horse reared to avoid running into it. There was a shout as the servant was thrown from his saddle, scrabbling at the old stonework and into the river below.

The Graves siblings held each other tight.

"Is that the end of it?"
Andrew twitched the reins and the horses got moving again.
"No. All things considered, this is just the beginning."



Chapter 4: The Prison of Hermann and Heidi
Summary:
Andy and Leyley experience the harsh realities of life on the run, with enemies and, even worse, starvation, closing in on them.

Chapter Text
It had been more than a week since their escape from the palace, and the Graves siblings were getting hungry.

Andrew had insisted they keep moving and put some distance between themselves and Ansas, as he likely had contacts throughout the region and could take them by surprise if they weren't careful. They'd driven through the muted countryside of late autumn Bads Weibßenschaft, the track turning to mud beneath their wheels. At some tiny towns with forgettable names, they'd stopped briefly for provisions, continuing several miles more each time before resting.

They hadn't bought much, knowing they might need their money later. They began to ration by unspoken agreement, subsisting on hard bread and thinly sliced cheese.

All vestiges of civilisation seemed to drop away as they progressed, fields and hamlets giving way to marsh and forest. The carriage couldn't handle the uneven roads, and they left it under a pine grove, continuing on horseback.

Ashley woke in her brother's arms. Since leaving the carriage, they'd taken to huddling under a blanket together during the cold nights. Having the shelter of the trees meant that it didn't quite reach freezing, but it was still bitter cold. At least they could snuggle up to the horses if it got too unbearable.

"Hey. Come on. Get up, Margrave Sleepyhead."
Andrew groaned and pushed her away.
"I'm going to forage," she declared confidently, brushing leaves off her jacket and striding into the undergrowth.

She went just far enough that she could stay in sight of their camp, returning shortly afterwards.
"Ta-dahh!"
She presented a napkin full of mushrooms to Andrew, who was groggily rolling up the blanket.
"Throw those away," he commanded impassively.
"Why? They look just like the ones we always have in the stew at home!"
"That's the problem with mushrooms, only an expert can tell the healthy from the poisonous. And by the time you figure out you've made a mistake, it's too late."

She pouted, but he remained firm. Sighing, she scattered them back on the forest floor.
"You've got to eat something, Andy. I noticed you're leaving half your bread."
"You need it more than I do."
"You're no good to me if you starve. Why don't you fill your belly and get back to being my strong, brave hero?"
He rolled his eyes at her clumsy flattery, but acquiesced and took a larger portion than usual.

"We'll run out soon, and we might not come to another town for days. Perhaps we'll be taking our chances with fungi after all."
Ashley moved closer to him.
"Where are we going? Tell me you do have a plan."
Andrew took a map from his satchel and unrolled it.
"We're going here."

Ashley squinted at the tiny lettering.
"Emsrech? Is that part of the empire?"
"Technically no. It's owned by the Klüpingers, but it's outside imperial borders and so administered as a colonial port."
"And where are we right now?"
Andrew pointed out a spot on the map.
"Somewhere around here."
"We're in Mięczowa? Since when?"
"Since yesterday, we crossed the border late last night."

"Are you sure this is where we want to be? I mean, not to state the obvious, but you have been putting them to the sword for nearly a year."
"I'm aware. I'm not keen on being here either, they'll have me hanged, drawn and quartered if they find out who I am. But if we don't know who to trust in our own lands, getting somewhere as godforsaken as this at least gives us some breathing space."

"I was going to ask, why is there nobody here? On our side there's farms and stuff, but over here there's… nothing. Just trees."
"Don't underestimate the woods, I've seen more nasty surprises come out of there than I'd have thought possible."
"Touché."
"But to answer your question," continued Andrew, hauling himself to his feet and readying the horses, "it's our doing. When land isn't tended to, it falls into ruin. The forest will reclaim an abandoned farm in twenty years. And thanks to the campaign of unending misery father unleashed, there's a lot of abandoned farms in these parts."

They took their bags, mounted the horses and continued on their way.

"How did father die?", Ashley asked after a long time riding in silence.
Andrew gazed at her in mild disbelief.
"Mother never told you?"
"She told me he fell in battle, and changed the subject whenever I tried to push for details."
"Well, she's right. Cowardly harquebus shot from the retreating Mięczovians. They got lucky though, hit him right in the throat. Ruptured an artery and by the time his physicians got to him, he'd bled dry."
"Just like that?"
"Just like that. Don't be tempted to believe war is a noble thing. It's just despair and furor and gutting your enemy before he guts you."

"I can imagine."
They were quiet for some time more.

"So what's the best way to get to Emsrech?"
"By ship. We'll have to find a port that won't be too fussy about who they let on board. We should probably adopt pseudonyms, and disguises mightn't be a bad idea."
"We could pretend we're a young couple on our honeymoon!"

Andrew barked out a laugh.
"I mean, it'd be convincing if nothing else. Do we look like a couple?"
"I think we should make a most handsome couple," proclaimed Ashley grandly.
"And it'd explain what a pair of young Weibßenschafters are doing on the coast of Mięczowa. It's settled, we'll go with that!"
"What should our names be? I wanna be Sofia!"
"You don't look like a Sofia."
"What's that supposed to mean?! You don't think I'm pretty enough for a name like that?"
Andrew turned beet red.
"You're plenty pretty. It just sounds to me like the name of a demure, pushover girl, and that isn't you at all."
Ashley grinned.
"You got that right."

Their horses slowed a little as they came to a particularly dense stretch of forest. The tiny trail they'd been following was all but invisible beneath pine needles and moss, and their steeds were cautious of the spongy ground and hidden obstacles. Ashley was gently jostled in her saddle as she listened to the chorus of the woods around them. Instinctively she reached out and brushed Andrew's cloak, with him paying little heed.

"So what name shall you adopt, Mr Margrave?"
"Something boring," hummed Andrew. "Don't wanna draw attention to ourselves. Johann or whatever."
"The trick to picking a convincing fake name is not making it sound like you've picked a fake name."
"Come on, it's not like the Mięczovians will know better. They think every second person in the Empire is Johann anyway."
"If you say so."

In the end they were Hermann and Heidi Toddswald.

Chattering and teasing each other in an attempt to keep their spirits up, they emerged from the dark undergrowth to a sunnier, more open patch of forest. The track was wider, drier, and more often travelled, judging by the deeply ingrained wagon tracks. As their eyes adjusted to the light, they noticed a small wooden signpost.

"Grd… Grdnovitsa?"
Andrew sounded out the unfamiliar name.
"Six miles. And uh, Eglosz, twenty miles."

They shifted uncomfortably.

"I'd really, really like to get more food," importuned Ashley. "We'll run out if we stay another day on the road."
Andrew turned his horse toward the nearer town, but stayed where he was.
"We can't risk being caught. But if we're very careful…"
He took out the map and pointed to the sign.
"Can you see either of those place names here?"

Ashley craned her neck.
"Yeah, look. Eglosz."
"We're closer to the coast than I thought. From Eglosz we could get to this harbour, and if we board a ship without issue, which is a big if, we're on our way to security."
He squeezed her shoulder.
"Alright, we'll go for it. Better than wandering out here without a plan. We'll try and stick to the outskirts, make a very quick food stop and get to the harbour without delay. For now, we press on. We'll reach this town by nightfall and find a place to rest."

Ashley quivered a little.
"I'm glad I have you."
Her voice was so faint she didn't think Andrew heard her, but as they turned about and set off again, he half-smiled and answered, "And I can't express how lucky I am to have you."

~~~

As predicted, they reached Eglosz as the sun was setting and the chill was setting in.

"Let's look for a barn or an old churchyard or what-have-you. Somewhere sheltered but where we won't be disturbed."
"I could sleep in a ditch at this point."
"Good, because if all else fails we might have to."

Disappointingly, the few buildings they passed looked very occupied and unlikely to welcome a couple of mysterious travellers. With their horses' hooves clinking on the cobbles, they drew nearer to the town proper. Up close, it was large enough that it could be called a small city.

"I never knew pagans could be so… civilized."
"Pictured them living in the marshes, dressed in bearskins and missing most of their teeth? So did I before I left to fight them. Turns out being Godless hasn't stymied their progress."
"You respect them."
"I do and I don't. They're great fighters, sure, competent architecturalists as you can see, and when not trying to blow our brains out I hear they're quite hospitable. Even so, they're still barbarians. There's aspects of their culture I could never rationalise, no matter how much I put myself in their shoes."
"Like what?"
"Virgin sacrifice, for one."
"They really do that? Huh. Maybe I should lose mine before we go any further!"
"Don't be an idiot, Ashley. I'm not letting you lie with some man you pick from the side of the road."
"Just joking, Andrew…"

Her brother tugged on the reins.
"We've gone far enough. I don't see anything suitable. Let's turn back before we run into trouble."
"There's someone coming."
A group of figures, also on horseback, could faintly be made out in the light of the town.
"No sudden moves," warned Andrew. "Just let them pass by. I'll speak to them if need be."

They retraced their steps back into the countryside, the contingent of riders falling into step alongside them. One grunted a greeting, Andrew giving a monosyllabic reply. Those at the front of the group picked up the pace, beginning to overtake, and those behind started to pass them. A man near the back looked quizzically at Andrew before speaking.
"Do I know you?"

Andrew sat up straighter and allowed himself a quick glance at the speaker.
"No sir, I don't believe you do."
"I can tell by your accent that you're from the Empire. As am I. Bads Weibßenschaft, in fact."
Ashley felt chilled to her bones. Andrew moved a little closer to her, taking another look at the man.
"...Veit Brestow," he said with dawning recognition. Turning to Ashley, he explained, "Mr Brestow is, er, he's Apollonia's uncle."
"Apollonia? Oh, Polly Br-"

He kicked her and she shut up fast.

"And… if I may ask, Brestow, what brings you to Mięczowa?"
"It's funny you should ask that," the man replied, sounding amused. "You see, I was rather hoping I might run into you here. Your mother has done well to keep talk of your disappearance to a minimum, but even so, rumours have spread. Word on the street is that you eloped with a secret lover. And you know I couldn't have that, it would break Apollonia's heart to have put all this effort into the perfect wedding only to be jilted, come the day. Yet now, I find you out here, in the middle of nowhere, with your sister in tow. I can't shake the feeling that I'm only seeing half the picture. So. Do you want to tell me what's going on, Margrave Graves?"

Andrew opened his mouth and faltered. He looked at Ashley, looked at Veit. The man hadn't done anything outright threatening, but he had made it quite clear he would do all in his power to see Andrew's marriage with his niece through to completion.

It was hard to find reason to turn down his help. If they presumed they could trust him, then he and his men were likely enough to outflank Ansas and whoever he'd got onside. Threat dealt with, they could return triumphant, get married and live happily ever after.

So why did Andrew still hesitate?

Some lingering doubt about Veit's motives? Fears of Ansas being more dangerous than they realized? Or… Ashley's words to him over that breakfast that now seemed so long ago? Of whether this marriage was what he really wanted, what there was to gain by defending a home that no longer felt like home.

Maybe he wasn't cut out for happily ever afters.

Andrew was saved from his indecision by a flash of light, startling in the settled gloom. Foreign words rang out and running footsteps approached.
"Mięczowians! Ashley, ride like hell!", commanded Andrew.
"Where?!"
"Anywhere!"

Veit yelled something and several of his retinue brought their horses about and gave chase as the Graves galloped across the fields. They were nearly encircled when a new group of riders appeared from the darkness ahead of them, and chaos ensued.

These horsemen were also Mięczowian, distinguishable by their plumed helms and capes. The siblings' pursuers broke off, some of the newcomers pursuing them, the rest closing ranks. There was nowhere to go.

Andrew put his hands up and spoke Mięczowian. One of the group charged, striking with a club or truncheon, and he was knocked from his horse. Ashley screamed something and threw herself off her own mount to join him, landing painfully and scrambling to cover him with her body.
"Ashley!" She heard her brother's voice. "Ashley, don't fight them! I'm not hurt! They're going to…" he swallowed and held her hand. "They're just going to take us prisoner. We'll be fine. I'll stay with you."

Whimpering, Ashley slowly withdrew her arms as the men dismounted, tied their hands behind their backs and led them away.

~~~

The waxing moon rose high over Eglosz. Andrew held Ashley tight in their little cell.

He had answered the Mięczowians' demands as best he could in his unsteady grasp of their language. He had stuck to the story of being a honeymooning couple from Elective Scholzen, a state southwest of Bads Weibßenschaft. It was hard to tell if they believed him, but it seemed they didn't yet suspect he was the Margrave who had until recently led the troops invading their country. They had informed him he would be held until the next day, when a court could be called to order and his identity verified.

Ashley shifted in his arms.
"They said if they find out who you are, they'll kill you."
"They will. Probably as soon as tomorrow."
"Then let's not linger."

Andrew stared at her.
"Do you have some amazing plan for how we're supposed to just walk out of this cell?"
"As a matter of fact, I do."

Ashley stuck a hand between her breasts. Andrew gazed at them, fixated, realised what he was doing, looked away, slowly looked back as curiosity overcame embarrassment.
"And… there we go!"
Ashley fished out a small, black stick with a kink at the tip. Andrew squinted at it.
"Is that…"
"Told you they'd come in handy."

Ashley stuck the lockpick carefully in the door and wiggled it around. Given their luck, Andrew fully expected it to break, but the lock clinked and the door opened with a creak.

The siblings stood, for a moment dumbfounded.

"Well." Remarked Andrew. "After you."

They very quietly moved into the aisle between the rows of miserable little rooms. Theirs was the only one occupied. There was a heavily barred wooden door at the corridor's end, light flickering through a grate at the top. Andrew motioned to it.
"The guards are on the other side of that. From what I've seen they make rounds every hour. It won't be long til the next one, so here's my plan."

~~~

The Mięczowian prison warden fumbled with his keys in the lock. They weren't strictly meant to drink on the job, but he'd only had a little, and nothing eventful ever occurred at this prison. Local thugs and hooligans were dragged in for disorderly conduct or petty theft, reprimanded for their behaviour and sent on their way. He'd been in this job a dozen years without serious incident and didn't see why this night should be any different.

The small door swung open as awkwardly as usual and the broad-shouldered man stooped inside. A soft gasp to his left instantly snapped him back into sobriety, his head whipping round.

It was the girl. The foreign girl who, with her husband, had been brought in from the nearby countryside under suspicious circumstances. How the hell had she gotten out? And where was-

A crippling impact to the back of his knees dropped him, and he tried to yell for help, but hands were around his throat and in his panic he couldn't get a good grip on his assailant. The woman had her hands over her mouth, trying not to scream. He thrashed and dragged the attacker off his feet, but now the young man was atop him and choking him still. In this position he could at least punch, and punch he did, striking with a quick blow that smashed the man's cheek and threw him off balance for just a second. The guard took full advantage of this opening with another strike, his bruised knuckles pulverizing his attacker's mouth and sending him reeling.

The warden rose shakily, needing to get the jump on this guy before he could recover. Then something bashed him in the face with such force he didn't even register where it had come from, and he keeled over with blood flowing freely from his nose. His brain, dimly delayed in the fog of pain, vaguely deduced that the girl had kicked him. Hands were in his hair, and before he knew what was happening, the young man slammed his head against the stone floor. Sparks of ghastly light flared behind his eyelids and he was struck again, again, by now insensible to the world, and the man kept going until the bones of his face and skull were broken beyond all recognition.

Andrew straightened up, slowly, painfully. His cheek was raw, a black eye forming. Blood welled from his split lip, coating his chin and chest. Ashley fell into his arms.
"Oh Andrew! I was so scared! I thought he was going to kill you, I really did!"
She pressed her face into his bloodied clothes and wept.
"Don't worry Leyley," he soothed, petting her hair just like they always used to do. "I can't die yet. I made a promise to protect you no matter what, and it's a promise I'm going to keep."

She looked up, distraught and overwhelmed and so unbearably grateful, her entire world swimming in his green eyes. She kissed her brother full on the lips, his face widening in shock and pain. She parted their lips slowly, but with sudden quickness he placed a hand below her chin, drawing her back in to kiss more deeply.

They could only stay like that for a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity to them. Pulling reluctantly apart, but staying inseparably at each other's side, they crept through the doorway hand in hand and out into a world that would do everything in its power to tear them apart.



Chapter 5: Breaking Point
Summary:
The Graves siblings test just how deep their love for each other goes while in a desperate race against threats from all quarters.

Notes:
(See the end of the chapter for notes.)

Chapter Text
Andrew stepped painstakingly into the main corridor of the prison. He looked quickly to all sides, seeing no sign of danger. That guard seemed to have been the only one on duty. He kept watch while Ashley searched the corpse, retrieving a truncheon and ring of keys. Still clutching his hand, she stood, pressing the keys to her chest to minimize noise, and they progressed into the building.

The kill hadn't been the clean affair he had hoped for, but they'd mercifully managed to keep the warden from raising the alarm. There were no shouts from outside, no running feet, and the Graves siblings moved swiftly and warily through the shadows as they made for the exit.

They had almost reached it when they passed an open doorway and nearly jumped out of their skins at the sight of two more guards sitting there. After a moment with their hearts in their mouths, they realized that both men were in a deep slumber, slouched over the table and with hats askew.

Good fucking Lord, mouthed Ashley, Andrew nodding in relief. Then, getting an idea, she edged into the room. Andrew tugged her hand but she made reassuring gestures and pointed to the cabinet behind the wardens. Andrew paused, considered, then followed her into the room. Their belongings had been confiscated when they were brought in, but perhaps they could find something of use here.

Andrew stood over the snoring guards, tense as a coiled spring, while Ashley fitted the keys with fastidious precision, found one that fit the lock and eased the cabinet open.

She scanned back and forth, taking inventory. None of their own items were here, but there was a cache of confiscated weapons, mostly cheap and improvised looking. In their midst, two stood out, a long hunting knife and a small, ornate wheellock pistol with a case of ammunition and powder. She took both, found a roll of bandages for poor Andy's wounds in the next drawer, and a pouch with a reasonable amount of money. Nothing else looked of much use, so she nodded to her brother and they slinked out of the room, through the main doors and into the night.

~~~

"Andrew I'm really fucking hungry."

Andrew growled at his sister in contempt of the complaint she'd lodged five times already since their prison break. The first few times he'd assured her they'd find food soon, but none had materialised. A mixture of guilt at his barefaced lies being seen for what they were, and irritation at her dogged questioning was wearing his patience thin.

He said nothing, knowing in his current mood it would be all too easy for tempers to flair, and sat with his head in his hands. Ashley huffed and sat beside him.

Their plan of boarding a ship to Emsrech was falling apart before their eyes. After the scuffle in the fields, guards throughout the town would be on high alert, and their alibis were useless. They had hidden in a dingy tinsmith's warehouse to give their brains time to process the situation and formulate a new strategy. Andrew tried to run every possible variable through his mind. The Mięczowians were one problem, and Veit was presumably still out there. Not to mention Ansas. Whether news of their whereabouts would reach him after this incident, it was impossible to say.

Ashley stretched, rummaged in her bag and took out the bandages. With an untrained but sensitive hand, she began to clean the blood from her brother's face. Andrew noticed how she paused, first smelling and then tentatively tasting her fingers, but didn't comment. His sister's even-weirder-than-usual behaviour was the least of his worries. Softly, lovingly, she tended to his brutalized lip and raw cheek, tying strips of bandage until he was patched to her satisfaction. He kissed his blood off her knuckles.

Dawn was breaking. The black sky turned to purple and deep blue, pink blushing over the rooftops.

Andrew pondered their options. Emsrech was out of reach. Avoiding Bads Weibßenschaft was non-negotiable. Other countries - Fyozhka, Tsagav, the southern parts of the Empire - were simply too far. For now, they were stuck in Mięczowa, and their survival hinged upon turning this situation to their advantage.

"Alright. Ashley, listen. I have a plan, but you won't like it."
Ashley groaned and nuzzled his chest.
"Are you listening?"
She looked up briefly, rose eyes meeting his emerald ones.
"I'm listening…"
"Good."

The lack of a map meant he couldn't give an exact location, but Ashley understood the broad strokes of the plan. There was a monastic association further east, one of the few not to be destroyed in the course of the war. It was several days' walk, but if they could reach it they would certainly be granted refuge. She really didn't feel like going any further, but for Andy she would. She arose uncomplainingly.

"Good girl."
Her brother smiled and tickled her hair, and it was all she could do not to mewl. His expression became grim as they caught a familiar voice outside.
"Now who's that…"

Peeping through broken shutters, they could see a group of men with Veit Brestow at their head. He was talking animatedly with some Mięczowian officials. And beside him…

Andrew's body tensed up at the sight of a familiar, hooded figure.

Pulling Ashley swiftly and firmly back from the window, they crouched and listened, but there was no indication they'd been seen. From the snatches of conversation they caught, it was clear Veit was demanding access to the prison. After some discussion and money changing hands, the group moved in that direction and disappeared around a corner.

"That's our time up," muttered Andrew, hauling his sister to her feet. "Follow me."

They ducked out of the tumbledown shed and into the quiet morning. Ashley stopped, mouth watering, before a shuttered window displaying bushels of ripe fruit. Her brother yanked her down the street before she could try anything. They looked out for horses they might requisition, but they were in the country of expert equestrians, and any they saw were too well housed or guarded to be stolen in a hurry.

Just as they passed the town walls and found themselves back in the countryside, shouts went up from behind them. The prison.

"Run," ordered Andrew, and the exhausted siblings raced through the fields of grain, leapt a ditch and vanished under the shadows of the pine woods.

~~~

They walked all day and deep into the night. Andrew seemed to know where he was going, and that reassured her, but it was getting harder and harder to stay on her feet. She knew of cases where people had gone much longer than the two of them, so far, without eating, but that in no way made it more bearable. But Andrew was her shining light. Every time she was tired, he slowed his pace, even putting her arm around his shoulders or physically lifting her for short distances. Ashley forced herself to keep moving. She could no longer bring herself to complain, seeing how much he did to keep her safe. She couldn't bring herself to talk much at all, and neither could he, so they walked in silence, the kiss they had shared in the prison block not discussed.

It was snowing. In the cover of the forest they were shielded from the worst of it, but the temperature was dropping fast, and where the trees thinned out they marched through gathering sleet that soaked through their boots.

Ashley could walk no further. She sank down on a log and Andrew gathered her up in his arms. By now the snow was building up in properly crisp, white drifts.

"Shhh. It's all going to be fine, my baby girl," her brother whispered, fingers tracing the curves of her face. "I'll show you something."

He stood, looking around, and zeroed in on a partially upended tree, its roots having formed a deep hollow when they strained against being ripped from the ground. Andrew shook off his travelling cloak and layed it in the hollow, the dry inner surface facing up. He lifted his sister and gently placed her on it, then scraped heap after heap of snow with his bare hands all around the depression, patting it down to keep it in place and piling more on top. When the entrance was almost completely closed over, he wriggled in after her, pulling and patting more snow and dirt and twigs behind him until they were sealed underground. He unbuttoned her cloak slightly and the two of them embraced beneath it, warm breath on each other's necks.

"Snow's a great insulator," said Andrew, trying to sound normal about this deeply abnormal situation. "It'll keep the cold out and our body heat in. Just-"
He swallowed and his voice became almost imperceptible.
"Just stay close to me."

He felt her nod. She slowly opened her shirt, and his. The bare flesh of their chests joined in a tender caress, hearts beating in synchrony. He kissed her lips.

~~~

Andrew's black, messy hair pushed through the snow, wincing at the early sunlight reflecting brightly. He hadn't slept at all.

Leyley, worn to the bone, had fallen into a long and undisturbed sleep in his arms, his lips soothing her nose and forehead. Despite all his efforts, it was bitter cold in the den he'd made, and he was terrified of them falling asleep to not wake up again. He simply lay beside his darling sister, listening to her breath rise and fall, determined to see her through this night.

His stomach grumbled in weak protest as he pushed up from the roots and into the clear dawn. Birds sang in the trees around him. Right now, they were little more than potential food. His mind went to that pistol Ashley had grabbed in the prison, but he shook his head. Better to keep those bullets for self defence. He'd find a rock or something.

His feet crunched through the deep snow that had fallen in the night. With the ground obscured, it was hard finding anything that might serve as a weapon. They'd have to subsist on fucking pinecones. He sat down, head in his hands, and stayed like that for some time. Ashley was relying on him, he was all she had. And he had no idea what he was doing.

Despondent, he traipsed back to the den. Best to keep moving and hope to find something on the way. An army marches on his stomach, this he knew, but for now they'd have to fuel themselves with the promise of food ahead.

"Ashley. Wakey-wakey."
He heard whining and his sister's tired little face rose from the darkness.
"Wha…", she yawned. "What time is it?"
"I don't know. Early. Let's get going."
He lifted her worryingly thin frame out of the pit by her armpits.
"I don't think we were followed," he told her in what he hoped was a reassuring tone. "So we can go a bit slower today. If we make good progress we'll be at the monastery tomorrow. They'll take good care of you."
"Not as good as you, Andy."

He smiled, kissed her head, wrapped her cloak around her.
"My sweet girl. Ready when you are."

~~~

They trekked east, entering more open country of heathland and rivers, seeing few signs of other people. They found a small road and, deciding the ease of travel outweighed the risk of being seen, took it for the next few miles.

Andrew explained how the little handgun worked as they walked, Ashley listening intently.
"If you spot a grouse, a deer, even an unattended sheep, point it out and I'll catch us dinner," he offered. She smiled weakly.
"At this point I'd eat anything. Cat, badger- hell, I'd even try porcupine!"
She was currently gnawing on a bullrush, one of the few things still green. It felt far too fibrous to contain much nutrition, but it kept her jaws occupied and mind distracted.

They reached another signpost and stopped to rest. Andrew read the names without recognizing any and hoped he was bringing them the right way. Ashley tossed the frayed remains of the bullrush aside.
"Do you hear hooves?", she said suddenly. Andrew listened.
"Yeah. Get down low."
They scrambled behind the signpost and down a sandy slope at the side of the road. It didn't provide much cover, but it was their only option. Crouching in the shadow of the sparse shrubs, they waited.

The hooves slowed and stopped. Neither horse nor rider were in view. Andrew prayed they were simply checking the sign.

His heart fell as the head of the horse protruded over the slope just above them. The riser's silhouette followed, peering down, and their eyes met. It was the second of Ansas' retainers.

Andrew was up in a split second and spinning the flint mechanism of the pistol. A loud crack and puff of smoke, and the horse bolted back the way it had come. Andrew raced up the slope and watched the rider disappear into the distance, cursing more angrily than Ashley had ever heard.

He spun around to face her.
"I'm sorry. We shouldn't have taken the road. This is my fault. It won't be long til he gets here."

~~~

They raced across the snowy plain as fast as their exhausted legs could carry them. Andrew gripped Ashley's arm tight enough to bruise, catching her every time she stumbled.

They slowed as they reached a steep incline. There was no easy way around, but it wasn't especially high, and going over the top seemed the best option. They ascended, on their hands and knees at some points, and Andrew stopped to look back near the top. He growled furiously at himself, seeing their tracks in the snow.
"Didn't think of that. It better snow again soon."
There was no sign of any pursuers, but he knew they were running out of time. Beyond the ridge, a gentle valley spread before them, low hills rising on the opposite side. It was growing dark, and lights twinkled amidst the trees.

"There," he encouraged. "Only a few more miles. We can make it."

They descended the opposite side of the slope, the wind picking up and flurries of snow starting to fall. Hearing Ashley's teeth chattering, he shrugged off his cloak and wrapped it around her, ignoring her weak protests.
"I'm warm after the climb," he insisted, though his lips were almost as blue as hers. "Take it."

The snowfall only got heavier. By the time they were back on level ground, it was impossible to see beyond a few yards ahead. They proceeded regardless, stepping over shallow pools between the rocks of the valley floor. Steam rose from their surfaces and seemed to momentarily clear the air of snow. In front of a deeper pool, Andrew halted.
"It's warm."

"Why does it smell like rotten eggs?", wondered Ashley, scrunching up her nose.
"Sulphur. This area must be volcanic."
"Is it poisonous?"
"No, medicinal, but unpleasant. Now, how to get through here…"

He paced back and forth around the pools, colourful mineral encrustations crunching underfoot.
"Reckon we can cross those boulders. But some of the pools are genuinely boiling, and the rocks are slippery. Be very careful, keep hold of my arm, and do not fall in."
Ashley nodded and grasped his clothes tightly.
"I wish we could stay longer. It's so warm here, and I'm so tired…"
"I know. But we've got to keep moving. If he catches us out in the open, we're done for."

"That you are."

The Graves siblings turned in horror at the familiar voice. Striding through the blizzard, hooded robes whipping around him, was Ansas.

"Ashley, stay behind me."

Andrew kept his voice perfectly level and dispassionate. After all this running, the prospect of taking their pursuer head-on was strangely refreshing. Andrew wondered why he was alone. Two against one, they stood a good chance of overpowering him. His mind fell into a well practiced, military precision.

"Herr von Jauring," he stated in clipped tones. "You have not been the most loyal minister I could have hoped for."
He really didn't care for formalities in a situation like this, but he wanted to stall and allow his sister time to catch on to his plan. Even while speaking, he nudged her arm surreptitiously toward the pouch where she kept the handgun. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her light up in understanding, and that was enough. His full attention was back on the enemy before them.

"And I scarce believed how craven and conceited could be the depths to which you would sink. But no matter. All the spinelessness in the world couldn't keep you and your sister safe forever."
Andrew bit his tongue, knowing the courtesan was trying to get him to lose his cool. Well, two could play at that game.
"Even so," he mused, "it must be galling to see all that work and preparation go down the drain just because you underestimated how much of a coward your opponent is."
Ansas' jaw clenched and he opened his mouth to make some acrid remark. Andrew preempted him.
"Now!", he urged Ashley. As he'd hoped, she'd used the time to load and prime her wheellock pistol, and at his command stepped smartly from behind him and fired.

He heard Ansas cry out, saw him stagger back. Andrew barely even thought about what he was doing, crossing the space between them in a split second and swinging the stolen knife on instinct. He went for Ansas' throat and the courtesan jerked backwards, receiving a gash across the brow instead. The margrave tried to press his advantage, but found himself thwarted by the slime underfoot. In the moments it took him to regain balance, Ansas had disappeared into the swirling steam and snow.

Andrew and Ashley quickly regrouped, standing back to back.
"Did you see where he went?", he asked his sister.
"Between those boulders, but then I lost sight of him."
"Be on your guard. He might have retreated, but he may well be trying to trap us."

"Perceptive, aren't you," the dreaded voice answered, its direction hard to determine. "I had truly wished to wait until all pieces had fallen into place for this, but you leave me no choice. The girl's soul will be a suitable offering for now, and I'll deal with you at my leisure, Margrave."

A terrible chanting began. It was Ansas' voice, but with every syllable it seemed to deepen and distort in ways human speech shouldn't, the words' power stretching the fabric of creation. It felt like a veil was being lifted from the universe, revealing something horrific and previously invisible, just on the other side. The siblings held each other tightly, exposed and vulnerable. They saw something taking form.

Black tendrils of smoke wound together into octopus-like limbs. Myriad eyes pulsed and swivelled. It was smaller than they might have expected, but it was unquestionably a demon. Ansas stood behind the apparition and gestured slowly. Seeing Ashley raise a quivering arm for another shot, he smiled.

"O master! Long have I been your faithful servant! Grant me this, that I may overcome all who stand before us! Make it so that their weapons shall be unable to bring harm to me, and that they may have no means by which to end my life!"
The entity answered in chthonic tones.
"Granted."
A red mist descended, obscuring all from view. There was the horrible sound of breaking bones and a dull thump. The mist lifted and the lifeless body of Ansas lay in the snow before them.

"Well," breathed Ashley, once they had finally coaxed their own bodies back to responsiveness, "he could have phrased that better."
"You don't say," groaned Andrew, falling onto his back, arms obscuring his eyes. "Death by loophole."

~~~

Andrew and Ashley sat by one of the pools, chills warded off by the pungent steam.
"Do you think we'll have more company tonight?"
"Hope not," grunted Andrew. "There's no guarantee we'll ever be that lucky again. They'll be suspicious when Ansas doesn't return, but by then I plan for us to be long gone. Are you ready to walk?"
"I… I don't think I am. I feel like I can barely stand right now, let alone make it all the way to that abbey." She reached unsteadily and clutched his arm. "I need to eat something."

Andrew touched her sunken cheeks.
"I'm hungry too, but it's just this final push, then we can rest. I'm sorry, but you know we haven't a scrap of food left."
Ashley averted her gaze.
"That's not true."
"It is, we've scrounged whatever morsels we could find along the road, but the very ground is frozen and there's nothing here but us and- oh."
His sister remained quiet.
"We shouldn't," reasoned Andrew. "Our souls would never be forgiven. And it's… I couldn't eat that."

"I could," Ashley contested, her voice small yet firm. "If it's a choice between death and mortal sin, I don't think anyone could be blamed for giving in to that temptation."
"It's not much further to the monastery…", Andrew reasoned, but he had trouble convincing even himself. In this weather and in their condition, it was a very real risk that even that shortish journey would be Ashley's last.

He ground his teeth and drove a fist quietly into a pile of snow.
"Fuck it. Fine. I'm not letting you starve."
Ashley beamed up at him, and beamed was the right word. It was as though the clouds had parted, and the warmth and light of her face shone up to him.
"I love you, Andy."
He wondered when the last time was that he'd heard those words. At any rate, the way she said them now was quite different to any previous occasion. He wondered if she was slightly delirious. Maybe they both were.

Andrew stood and shook himself, the part of his brain concerned with survival now holding the reins.
"Right, eating raw meat's a bad idea. There's no timber here, but I wonder if those pools are hot enough? You go see if you can find one that's boiling."
Ashley yawned, and he gently pulled her to her feet.
"What are you gonna do?", she inquired, rubbing her eyes.
"I'm going to dress him."

~~~

With plenty of warnings from her ever-so-caring big brother, Ashley was cautious not to get too close to the pools herself, lest drowsiness overtake her. She stayed a few feet back, watching the roiling surface of the water to gauge which was the hottest, and after finding one deep and hot enough, hurried back to Andy.

He was drenched in blood across most of his torso, wisps of vapour rising from his sweaty skin despite the cold. He looked up as she approached, wiping his brow and staining it red.
"Knife's getting blunt," he grumbled.
"You did well though," she remarked, gazing at the pale flesh stretched out at her feet. The head was nowhere to be seen, and Andrew had cleanly opened up the ribs and belly to remove the less appealing organs. She could almost fool herself into thinking it was a sheep or pig strung up in the butcher's. Almost.

"Question, how are we going to get it out of the water?"
"You don't have rope, do you?"
"No, I'd have mentioned if I did."
"Alright, alright, just asking. Remember our trick with the bedsheets?"
"How could I not, it was so romantic!"
"Hmph. Well, we can do the same with Hans' clothes. Not like he needs them any more."

He threw her the jacket and together they ripped and knotted the bedraggled outfit into a cord that would hopefully hold firm in their impromptu cauldron.
"Done!", she announced, wiping her hands.
"Good job," he replied. "Now let's get cooking."

After securing the bindings, Andrew hefted the corpse over one shoulder and carried it to the chosen pool, sliding it carefully in. Ashley sat beside him, studying his face.
"How long will it take to cook?"
"I've never done this before," he answered dispassionately. "Given its size, an hour at least. Hope you're comfy."
"So long as you're here," she muttered, curling up close to him with her stomach growling. He put an arm around her and they settled down to wait.

Ashley began dozing off not long afterwards, but Andrew nudged her gently awake each time, desiring to make sure she was still responsive and lucid. They didn't say much until Ashley took something from her pocket and began toying around with it. At Andrew's curious gaze, she explained, "Found this when we were going through his clothes. Looks like a creepy little amulet."
Her brother took it and gave it the once-over.
"Probably something cultish. Be careful with it."
She nodded and tucked it snugly away.

After what felt like an age, they could smell the meat cooking. Andrew pulled it from the water, debating whether it needed another twenty minutes, but it was clear Ashley wouldn't wait that long. Cleaning the knife, he portioned out a generous helping for each of them.

They ate with their hands, crouched by the bubbling water. If he could have seen himself, Andrew would have thought they looked like perfect savages, but he was far too hungry to care.

"How is it?", he inquired. He knew it wasn't high cuisine, but he hoped Ashley would be sated by it.
"It's good!", she answered, her earnest enjoyment taking him aback. Well, hunger was the best sauce.
He ruffled her hair.
"Good. I know you're famished, but don't push yourself. Your stomach will have shrunk after all this fasting."
She nodded and looked east.
"Will we go the rest of the way tonight?"
"We'd better, the longer we stay out here the more likely we'll be caught. Take a few minutes to digest and if you think you can walk, we'll get a move on."

She sighed, but did as he asked. The snowstorm was dying down, and clutching their meagre belongings, they trudged across the fresh dusting towards the lights that were now tantalisingly close. Andrew glanced behind every few yards, hoping against hope and praying like he'd never prayed before that silent hooves wouldn't sweep up to them in the dark. But their luck held just long enough.

With aching stiffness and teetering steps, they emerged into the warm glow spilling from the cloister's front steps. One of the sisters on night watch found them there, and the next few moments passed in a delirious haze, finding themselves at last somewhere sheltered and warm.

~~~

Ashley opened her eyes in the dark and quiet. Everything had been a blur. The nuns had brought them in, fed them, washed and clothed them, and sent her and her brother to separate rooms. She had protested, but was too weak to resist and had fallen asleep as soon as they tucked her in.

Her dreams had been colourful and chaotic, a mix of running figures and strange sounds, and amongst it all, the awful premonition that she and Andrew were being hunted again. She had a compulsion to take out the amulet she'd found on Ansas' corpse. It was physically unchanged, but somehow felt… different. Radiating with something like warmth, but harder to define, and inducing a prickling sense of unease in place of comfort. Like a living thing.

Disquieted, she slipped out of bed and padded down the hall.

~~~

Andrew opened his eyes in the dark and quiet. He felt like shit, but that was to be expected. Along with the days of harsh travel, his body clearly couldn't stomach human flesh. But it wasn't that which had woken him. Eyes adjusting to the dim room, he could make out Ashley's slim shape, perched at the foot of his bed like his own little sleep paralysis demon.

"Le…Leyley? What do you want? Is something wrong?"
Though slightly annoyed at his sleep being interrupted, his concern outweighed the feeling. And he had to admit, he was happy to see her.
"No, I… just missed you." She decided not to trouble him with her unsettling dream for now.
"We've literally been in each other's company non-stop for weeks," he pointed out, though there was no resentment in his tone, only teasing fondness. She huffed and scooted up the bed, cuddling right into the crook of his arm.
"Can I sleep with you tonight?"
"I'd love that."

He planted a tiny kiss on his sister's forehead. She really was so strong. Despite her complaints, she had kept fighting no matter what, hearkening to whatever he asked of her through their most desperate times. She tilted her head back slightly, his hand cupping her cheek. Andrew hesitated, but he knew they both wanted this. He kissed Ashley's waiting lips.

Together, they sank into the comfort of the small bed, limbs clutching with the desire to draw closer and closer, slowly removing the layers of clothes between them. Kissing and grinning and laughing softly to each other, they both knew this was going to be one of the best nights of their lives.



